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Abstract 
Constructivism grounds on the process of reframing one’s mental representation of the external world to fit new experiences. The 
basic constructivist tenet that knowledge is first constructed in a social and cultural context, and is then appropriated by 
individuals gives way to the reconsideration of the present teaching instruments and strategies. Within this framework, literary 
texts offer a specific context through which learners are encouraged to express their opinions and feelings and they make 
connections between their own experiences and those expressed in the text. Thus, this study aims to present how the use of 
literature in the constructivist classroom offers a learning ground while also helping learners to become communicatively 
competent individuals within culture-creating communities. 
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
One of the recent prominent approaches in language teaching, constructivism, does not necessarily seeks to 
annihilate but to reconstruct past and present teaching and learning theories and strategies. Constructivism is 
basically based on the process of reframing one’s mental representation of the external world to fit new experiences. 
The basic constructivist tenet that knowledge is first constructed in a social and cultural context, and is then 
appropriated by individuals gives way to the reconsideration of the present teaching instruments and strategies. 
Constructivist approach demands understanding, analyzing and applying as active agents rather than simply 
accumulating as well as stipulating to construct knowledge instead of receiving it directly, which enables an intense 
use of literature in a constructivist classroom since each literary text is a perfect whole composed of many precious 
educational tools. Literary texts offer a specific social and cultural context through which learners are encouraged to 
express their opinions and feelings and they make connections between their own personal, social and cultural 
experiences and those expressed in the text beyond social, cultural and geographical limitations with a wider 
perspective. Laying a ground on which a multiplicity of educational elements intersects, the use of literary texts in a 
constructivist classroom also leads to the improvement of the cognitive skills as well as reinforcing learners’ 
knowledge of lexical and grammatical structure. Thus, this study aims to present how the use of literature in the 
constructivist classroom offers a cultural, intercultural, multicultural and cross-cultural ground upon which learners 
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can pour their own experiences into the mold of other peoples and cultures while becoming communicatively 
competent individuals within culture-creating communities.  
  
2. Review of Literature 
Starting by refreshing some fundamental notions and principles about constructivism and literature seems necessary 
if how they overlap in classroom applications is to be discussed. Basically, constructivism puts a great emphasis on 
the  learner  as  a  key  agent  in  the  learning  process  since  it  settles  its  philosophy of  learning  on  the  premise  that  a  
learner constructs her/his own understanding of the world s/he lives in by reflecting on her/his experiences . Each 
individual produces her/his own “rules” and “mental models” to make sense of the experiences. In Duffy and 
Jonassen’s (1992) words, “Constructivism holds that learning is a process of building up structures of experience. 
Learners do not transfer knowledge from the external world into their memories; rather, they create interpretations 
of the world based upon their past experiences and their interactions in the world” (p.36). Constructivist scholars 
claim that learning occurs as the outcome of individual mental construction throughout the process in which the 
learner acquires the related data against given information and establishing meaningful connections, rather than by 
incorporating only insignificant details to go over in advance. Learning, therefore, is “simply the process of 
adjusting our mental models to accommodate new experiences” (Young, 2008, p.117). Consequently, the context 
and the beliefs and attitudes of the learner inevitably have a considerable effect on the learning. Learners are 
supposed to become efficient problem solvers to identify, decipher and evaluate problems in the process of learning.  
At this point, it seems essential to flash on the theories of John Dewey, Jean Piaget, and Jerome Bruner briefly since 
they are among the most prominent names having influenced the basic standpoint toward the nature of learning and, 
teaching within a constructivist framework. Dewey claims that knowledge emerges only from situations embedded 
in a social context, in which learners have to draw them out of meaningful experiences. It is not possible to learn by 
means of routine and mechanical memorization; instead, learners must be involved in meaningful activities to 
encourage them to apply the notions they are trying to learn (Dewey, 1938). Piaget's constructivism, taking the 
psychological development of children as a starting point, claims “discovery” to be the basis of learning. Piaget 
states that: ‘To understand is to discover, or reconstruct by rediscovery, and such conditions must be complied with 
if in the future individuals are to be formed who are capable of production and creativity and not simply repetition’ 
(Piaget, 1973). To Piaget, therefore, understanding is constructed step by step through active participation and 
involvement. Bruner, similarly, defines learning as an active and social process through which learners construct 
new concepts depending on their own current knowledge. Information is selected, hypotheses are constructed, and 
decisions are made in order to incorporate new experiences into already existing mental constructs. Cognitive 
structures provide meaning in order to lead learners to transcend the boundaries of the given information, which is 
the very heart of effective education. (Bruner, 1973). Thus, especially when language learning is considered, most of 
the traditional teaching methods, strategies and tools may well fail to meet the demands of constructivist learning as 
Duffy and Jonassen (1992) also point out:  
 
“What is needed to comprehend a text is not solely contained in the linguistic and logical information coded in that 
text. Rather, comprehension involves the construction of meaning. The text is a preliminary blueprint for 
constructing and understanding. The information contained in the text must be combined with information outside of 
the text.” ( p.64). 
3. Discussion 
Within this framework, literature stands out with its opulent, expansive and substantial nature as a perfect instrument 
to stimulate and speed up the learning process in constructivist classrooms. As a branch of art, literature is involved 
in human passions, emotions, feelings, thoughts and actions along with man’s physical and psychological 
experiences. In a way, literature represents how people “construct” their way of life, mental structures and emotional 
frames in an aesthetic way. However, although both language and literature stem from man’s need to communicate 
and consist of linguistic items, they are “separate systems or phenomena”, as Carter and Brumfit (1986, p.164) set 
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forth. So, their teaching should be brought together diligently by considering the common points to fire up the 
learning process. 
Indeed, it is a must to discriminate between two basic notions when literature and teaching language are brought 
together; what is carried out in a language classroom with literature is not a study of literature, which requires 
learners to obtain and accumulate knowledge about literary conventions and traditions, literary history, authors, 
epochs and literary theories. Language learners are not supposed to be experts or authorities in the field of literature 
to analyze, criticize or comment on literary works. Rather, it is the use of literature as a source to improve the 
language skills of the learners in a constructivist way in order to incorporate literature and language teaching while 
at the same time providing an access into the very heart of the target language and culture.  Thus, when literature is 
used  as  a  source  in  a  constructivist  classroom,  it  serves  a  variety  of  purposes  in  the  construction  of  language  
learning.  
First of all, a literary text is an authentic material displaying realistic scenes and real-life-like acts of 
communications upon which the learner can add up her/his own personal and cultural experience and knowledge. 
Accordingly, Brooks and Brooks (2001) point to the same idea “authentic learning occurs most naturally ad 
lastingly when it relates to authentic concerns and problems faced by students” (p.96). In this way, a literary text 
carries the meaning outside of the classroom environment and beyond the linguistic items embedded into 
grammatical structures. As the fruit of a native speaker of a given target language community, a literary text does 
not represent language apart from a whole context as in mechanical drills; instead it cuddles all the richness and 
variety of a language including its distinctive words, dialects, registers and poetic language in a genuine social 
context. Hence, it is free from the restrictions of language teaching, as constructivists demand: it is not established 
upon formulated phrases, ideal grammar models, rules, principles and standards; instead, it mirrors the colorful use 
and usage of words along with the extensive variations and deviations to let individuals express themselves freely by 
organizing words differently and thus heartening communication unreservedly. Additionally, the use of a literary 
text in a constructivist classroom may well help the improvement of linguistic competence since the text will lead 
the learners to practice reading, listening, speaking and writing at the same time by giving way to gaining and 
expanding of the learners’ articulacy, accuracy and fluency. Furthermore, such a use is inevitably to encourage the 
practice and comprehension in the target language by going beyond the surface meaning searching for the 
metaphorical language, which requires the construction of personal responses and involvement. Even sometimes, a 
literary work presents unexpected situations or responses, which cannot be illustrated in classroom environment; in 
consequence, learners can develop sensitivity to different creative uses of language to establish the meaning while 
also learning a variety of patterns to reinforce the message they aim to convey. As Brooks and Brooks (2001) also 
aptly state “Literature free students from the dreariness of the fact-driven curriculums; gives learners the opportunity 
to make connections, to reformulate ideas and reach unique conclusions; shows that world is a complex place in 
which multiple perspectives exist” (p.22). 
Conceptualizing meaning requires understanding wholes as well as parts, and parts must be understood in the 
context of wholes. Therefore, the learning process in constructivism focuses on primary concepts, not isolated facts. 
Yet, in most cases, learners tend to focus on the short term success to pass the exams. The same point finds a ground 
in the statements of Brooks and Brooks (2001) who claim that “Many students struggle to understand concepts in 
isolation, to learn parts without seeing wholes, to make connections where they see only disparity, and to accept as 
reality what their perceptions question. For a good many students, success in school has very little to do with true 
understanding, and much to do with coverage of the curriculum” (p.7). Correspondingly, a literary text offers a 
whole bringing language, grammar, culture and meaning together to expand and enhance the perceptions of the 
learners. 
    Constructivism accentuates the significance of the individual world knowledge, beliefs, and skills viewing 
the construction of new knowledge as a blend of previous learning and new information, which leads individuals to 
particular choices about what to accept and what to reject while fitting it into their existing schemata. 
Constructivism lays the greatest emphasis on learning rather than on teaching, by encouraging learner autonomy and 
personal involvement in learning process. Literature, accordingly, assigns learners significant roles as active agents 
exercising will and purpose, fostering learners’ natural curiosity, and also taking into account learners’ affect, in 
terms of their beliefs, attitudes, and motivation. In literature, as constructivist theory demands, context gains an 
appropriate significance while the learner constructs new knowledge by depicting relevant situations and meaningful 
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events from her/his authentic experience. Additionally, by providing opportunities for independent thinking, literary 
texts lead learners to take responsibility for their own learning, framing questions, analyzing in order to reach 
beyond simple factual information by establishing connections between ideas in order to predict, justify, and defend 
their opinions. Within this structure, a constructivist teacher has also the chance to “ask a question, give the students 
time to  think  about  it,  and  lead  them to  the  resources  to  answer  it”  (Brooks  and Brooks,  2001,  p.39).  Hence,  the  
experience of learning is carried out of the classroom into the real world as required by the gist of constructivist 
theory, because learning is a search for meaning. Therefore, learning must start with the issues around which 
students are actively trying to construct meaning. Literature in language learning classrooms offers open-ended tasks 
to accomplish. Learners are not “urged” to give expected responses and reactions. The process involving literature in 
language learning includes questioning, interpreting and analyzing by integrating current experiences with past 
experiences along with what is already known about a given subject.  Let’s take the image of a “wave” in a given 
text. The idea of the wave may represent some smoothing and pleasing feeling due to a romantic memory on a beach 
for a certain individual whereas another individual can well associate the image with an unpleasant storm depending  
on her/his experience, which is to lead differing comments and evaluations of the scene by various individuals. Each 
individual is to conceptualize and interpret this particular scene within the framework of her/his already existing 
experiences and knowledge. Consequently, the meaning is to be constructed differently by each individual. As 
Marlowe and Page (2005) also indicate “Each of us constructs our own meaning and learning about issues, problems 
and topics. Because none of us has had exactly the same experiences as any other person, our understandings, our 
interpretations, and our schemata of any concept cannot be exactly the same as anyone else’s” (p.8). So the use of a 
literary text in a constructivist classroom gives learners the opportunity and right to express themselves freely in the 
mold of their personal experiences constructing their own peculiar views over the events and people. It is also 
developmentally appropriate for most students since it connects student learning to real-world experience as a new 
framework within which s/he can construct and recreate new meanings and innovative experiences.   
The use of literature in language teaching also compels interest by challenging learners. They realize that they are 
not expected to “find” the already existing answers and statements; instead, they are challenged to create their own 
self-tailored responses. As Marlowe and Page (2005) properly settle “If a student repeats information, as often 
happens in a traditional class, it doesn’t mean she understands anything or can apply this information in any way: it 
doesn’t demonstrate learning or understanding – it simply demonstrates the ability to repeat information.” (p. 9). 
Unfortunately, this is the case in traditional language teaching classes, which naturally and mostly ends in producing 
grammatically competent learners who complain their inadequacy in balancing all four skills- especially in oral and 
written communication. This is because, learners are not given sufficient initiative and reason in a traditional system 
to improve –or rather construct- her/his skills aptly. It is the instructor’s will, demands and capacity which 
determines the boundaries in which they are allowed to learn.   On the other hand, using literature will lead them to 
build up and expand their abilities in their own way as a challenge to their personal abilities and capacities. Thus, 
while using a literary text, learners “might develop new critical questions; they might write a script for a video; they 
might summarize key ideas in their own words; they might produce or create something; and/or they might frame 
and solve problems” (Marlowe and Page, 2005, p.9). So, it is not a coincidence that when a literary text is used as a 
teaching material in a language class, “Learning is deeper, more comprehensive, and longer lasting; and the learning 
that occurs actively leads to an ability to think critically” (Marlowe and Page, 2005, p.9). From constructivist point 
of view, learning is successful only when students can demonstrate conceptual understanding, and literary texts are 
perhaps the best tools to achieve conceptual understanding.  
Marlowe and Page (2005) claim that “… different cultures, abilities, needs, and interests provide rich learning 
opportunities, in part because they so clearly reflect one of the central tenets of constructivism: There is virtually an 
infinite variety of ways to know the world” (p.111). Accordingly, a literary text is a ground upon which peculiar 
traits, manners, attitudes, traditions and beliefs of a culture are displayed; each work of art is essentially a response 
to the social, cultural, politic, religious and economic background in which it is created and it carries all the traits of 
the background of the society and culture in which it is actualized. So a literary text is a cultural, intercultural, 
multicultural and cross-cultural material on which learners can discover and gain knowledge of different ways of 
lives –both at present and in the past-, and of social, intellectual an linguistic developments a given language and 
culture have gone through. By using a literary text as a tool in a constructivist class, a teacher can lead the learners 
to “construct” an awareness and innovated perspective over other cultures and peoples’ making use of different 
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“teachniques” (Gagnon Jr. and Collay, 2001, p 19). Moreover, learners can also acquire a comparative and 
contrastive view over cultures. Along with equipping individuals with a wider perspective over the world outside of 
their own, such an approach will also help the learners to go beyond many negative attitudes, such as prejudices, 
othering, xenophobia, and so forth, which hamper the relations among cultures and peoples. In this way, learners are 
also to conceptualize the idea that they are unique parts of the perfect whole of humanity even though they are of 
different geographies and cultures. As Bruner (1966) also observes “A culture in its very nature is a set of values, 
skills, and the ways of life that no one member of the society masters. Knowledge in this sense is like a rope, each 
strand of which extends no more than a few inches along its length, all being intertwined to give a solidity to the 
whole” (p.126). Therefore, by gaining knowledge about and learning the language of others, they can form a 
common ground. Since culture is an everlastingly changing, growing and reconstructed phenomenon, individuals 
studying language and culture –and literature as a natural extension of it- become communicatively competent and 
responsible members of culture-creating communities. In Benne’s (1990) words “The basic method of learning in 
socialization and enculturation is participative, experiential, and dialogic. It is through experience of participation 
that relevant resources of the culture are internalized” (p.57). 
 Apart from facilitating linguistic and cultural improvement of learners, using literary texts in a classroom 
also serves individuals to improve themselves personally, which lies at the very heart of constructivist approach. 
Literature reflects the complexities and possibilities of the world, thus, giving way to the enlargement of the use of 
imagination and improvement of creativity. By visualizing the characteristics of foreign countries, cultures and 
peoples, learners spice up their intelligence and sensibility as constructivism stipulates. Besides, characters in 
literary works are beyond being mere speech models in the course books; rather they are real-life-like personalities 
with whom learners can identify themselves with or against whom they can take a stand. In addition, a literary work 
mirrors  how other  people  act  and react  in  certain  situations  by  creating  a  sense  of  empathy with  the  members  of  
other cultures; the open-mindedness, non-judgmental attitude, tolerance and flexibility for dissimilarities and 
variances provided by this empathy elevates and endorse new social skills and attitudes. Such a personal re-
construction is inevitably to sharpen analytical and critical abilities as well as providing access into new spheres 
with a sense of fulfillment and personal growth. Likewise, since a literary work is the reflection of an individual 
experience in universal molds, learners gradually come to understand that they can also express themselves as in 
literary works by constructing their own frameworks. 
 
4. Conclusion and Suggestions 
From the constructivist point of view, individuals are supposed to construct their own comprehension and 
knowledge of the world in which they exist. When this idea is carried into the language classroom, it necessitates 
putting the greatest emphasis on students’ point of views, the creative use of language and the way language is used. 
In order to achieve this, the use of literature and literary texts as a main source in language teaching intensely can be 
considered to be one of the earliest steps to be taken. Fundamentally, literature and literary texts can be used to 
improve and embellish linguistic, cultural and individual abilities and experiences of the learners because a literary 
text is a perfect ground upon which language, culture, grammar, knowledge, different experiences and a variety of 
views intersect. That is, a literary work of art reproduces an awesome multiplicity in its literary unity. 
 Still, while using literature and literary texts among the major sources in language classrooms, some points 
should also be taken into consideration in order to achieve the desired results. First, knowledge and experience have 
personal meanings created by individuals. So rather than imposing facts and knowledge upon the learners, the 
teacher should attract the learners to discover the richness and varieties in the literary text and provoke them to 
construct their own meanings within and outside of the text. Learning through literature should be made an 
experience of raising curiosity, discovery, adventure and inquest by subordinating memorizing information 
mechanically. The basic function of a teacher in a constructivist classroom is to provide interaction between the 
learners and the literary text by guiding them to personal involvement in the material and self-initiated inquiry 
smoothly. The teacher should relate the learners’ experiences to the contexts in order to make the student willing 
and able to learn by facilitating extrapolation and going beyond the information given. S/he should push the learners 
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to pursue by asking open-ended questions about the work, characters, plot, etc, and s/he should also encourage them 
to create their own answers, responses, experiences and metaphors by giving them enough time to do it.  The teacher 
should accept and inspire learners’ autonomy, inventiveness, resourcefulness and initiative in the classroom and a 
literary text provides the teacher with raw data as a primary source to manage it. A literary text is a perfectly 
manipulative and interactive material on which learners can work in pairs and in groups as pointed by 
constructivism. 
 Learners should be freed from the monotony and limitations of traditional curriculums which do not 
tolerate them to come up with their own understanding and ideas. The purpose of learning is for an individual to 
construct his or her own meaning, not just memorize the right and expected answers and recite someone else’s 
meaning. So, learners’ perceptions, responses and mental models should be highlighted rather than the fact-driven 
contents of course books or the knowledge of the teacher. Before, during and after reading the literary text, learners 
should be able to make connections, to reformulate ideas, and to construct their own particular conclusions 
depending on their own experiences. They should be taught that the world and life are complicated and it is a matter 
of personal conceptualization and interpretation to perceive them. Hence, their unique point of view is important and 
acceptable among multiple perspectives, especially when studying with a literary text as a representation of real-life-
like experiences and language. Learners construct their own knowledge by looking for meaning and order; they 
interpret what they hear, read, and see based on their previous learning habits. They are to participate completely in 
the learning process and have the control over its nature and direction by straight confrontation with practical, 
social, personal or research problems. In this way, they can achieve real learning by combining the different 
elements of meaningful learning, which are intentional, active, constructive, cooperative, and authentic. 
 Furthermore, it is necessary to organize in-service and pre-service trainings to expose teachers to 
constructivist principles and practices along with to literature and the effective use of literature in the constructivist 
classrooms for professional development. What is more, these training should be repeated annually to help the 
teachers to keep up with the latest improvements and practices in the field. 
  It is not easy to settle down a constructivist language teaching with emphasis on literature and literary texts 
in educational systems since it requires challenging and daring changes in curriculum, teachers’ attitude and 
materials used in language classrooms. Still, when the possible results are taken into consideration, it seems to be 
worthy of every single effort in the field.  
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